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Abstract: The potential contributions of participatory design towards current problems of digital democracy platforms are investigated in this research. Literature review, thematic analysis, and inter-rater reliability test were used to determine the major issues in digital democracy platforms and what approaches and tools from participatory design study and practice can be used to address them, considering that democratic dynamics face similar difficulties in both participatory design, and digital democracy. As a result, a participatory design guide for digital democracy is developed,
which included seven proposed strategies for dealing with five common issues of public participation platforms. This work contributes to the discussion of design and democracy by expanding the application of participatory design to different areas.
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1. Introduction
Democracy is a controversial concept, but at its foundation, it represents the goal of the
people to govern their lives in collective ways (Brown, 2015). Success, failure, and therefore
a democracy crisis can be described not just in terms of its normative approach, but also in
terms of sociopolitical and historical context (Ercan; Gagnon, 2014). There is no real challenge to the hegemony of democracy itself, instead, there is a crisis of representative democracy (Tormey, 2014). This crisis can be understood by its pressure points, described as
first, the declining voter turnout and party membership rolls in recent years, second, the rise
of hate speech, internet bubbles, fake news, and concerns about democracy's survival amid
the shift of power by new institutions that own the sharing of content online, and finally, the
deterioration of equality and trust (Kataja, 2017) that can also be illustrated by the findings
of the global Edelman Trust Barometer of 2017, on the condition of mistrust in democratic
countries (Eldeman, 2017).
Even though traditional party-based methods of political representation are fading away,
and representation and trust are also in decline, politically engaged citizens are increasingly
eager to speak and act. And this desire extends to more complex participatory settings, rather than just deliberative rooms designed to provide a "voice" that is never heard (Tormey,
2014). To think about the future of democracy is to address participation ideas. People want
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to participate with other citizens and politicians when given the chance if this will affect their
daily lives (John S. et al. 2019).
Digital public participation projects are one of the political attempts developed by organizations aiming to address pressure points like these, and while these participation chances
have risen, the abilities to use these initiatives are not equally shared throughout society.
There is a substantial socioeconomic status disparity across all sorts of political involvement
initiatives and projects (Dalton, 2017). Individuals' abilities and resources are becoming increasingly important in permitting non-electoral forms of involvement to take place (Sanoff,
2008). For digital public engagement to thrive in the future, the digital divide and participation gaps, together with other issues must be addressed (NESTA, 2017).
When addressing design as a process of social interaction because it deals with more than
just products and systems, the approximation between design and the social can be observed clearly. Design, in this context, is a creative activity whose goal is to develop the
multi-faceted aspects of objects, processes, services, and their whole lifecycle systems capable of altering the environment and changing its interaction with the human in light of their
specific needs (Izidio; Ribeiro, 2020). This view reinforces the investigation of the political
perspective of design because it exemplifies how the act of designing is not only related to
the development of goods but also complex social structures.

1.1 Design and the Representative Democracy Crisis
Designers have recently proposed design contributions to the global effort of developing
new means of engagement to strengthen democratic dynamics. However, there is still a
scarcity of evidence and studies on how designers may help in tangible ways in this endeavor. Many theorists are debating the role of design in the future of democracy. For example, in their Open Letter to the Design Community: Stand Up for Democracy (2017), Manzini and Margolin define "Design as Democracy" as participatory design practices that allow
diverse actors to shape the present and future worlds in fair and inclusive ways.
Pioneering participatory projects were the first ones to recognize the act of designing as a
political act (Bødker, 2018). If one of the political roles of designers is to place the design act
at the center of the debates of political resistance to power and hegemony (Cocco, 2014),
and a participatory project differs from other techniques, such as User-Centered Design and
Design Thinking, because it seeks to include people to enhance empowerment or to prevent
conditions of disempowerment (Lima, 2020), participatory design has great potential of allowing the before mentioned political resistance to power and hegemony.
Some participatory design specialists recommend incorporating agonism into the participatory design as a means of allowing individuals to express concerns and opposing viewpoints
in pluralistic dialogues. Agonistic democracy is a democratic process that must allow for diverse perspectives and varied voices, as well as allow for diversity, dissent, and even confrontations in a civilized manner (Mouffe, 2000). Many academics propose design strategies
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for fostering dissent and dispute in participatory processes, such as an agonistic space. DiSalvo's concept of adversarial design, which is likewise based on agonism, states that the most
fundamental objective of design is to create places of confrontation while simultaneously
giving resources for others to engage in contestation (Disalvo, 2010).
The agnostic participatory design is not an improvement on the participatory design itself,
but rather a new approach focused on politics, conflict, power, and hegemonic contestation.
Manzini (2019) theorizes about a distinct way to participatory design using the notion of project-centered democracy, a space that tends to allow everyone the chance of contributing
while debating ideas.
Understanding the many aspects of novel technologies is an important first step in achieving
a more meaningful and equal democracy. Participatory Design applied to democracy, seems
to be an interesting approach to contribute to this endeavor, and that is the reason for this
work to explore practical guidelines for designers to work towards a more open and participatory digital democracy.

2. Research question
This research claims that answers for digital participation issues can be found in design study
and practice, since design literature is already addressing issues of democracy, as in the political design (DiSalvo 2010). To better understand the dimensions of this study, a preliminary research question is defined: “Considering the design and democracy study and contemporary digital participation experiences, how participatory design can be used to achieve
more effective public participation?”
“Design and democracy study” corresponds to the following definitions of design and democracy:
•

Design as democracy: “It sets a stage on which diverse actors can come together
and democratically collaborate in shaping their present and future world. It engages diverse people and the public in co-design and co-production processes
concerning different aspects of their everyday life.” (Manzini, 2012)

•

Agonistic participatory design: “Design scholars propose the inclusion of agonism in participatory design, as a way of providing people with the opportunity
to express concerns and diverging views in pluralistic discussions.” (Kraff, 2020:
04). “Agonistic pluralism is a model of democracy grounded in productive conflict or contest. In theories of agonistic pluralism, democracy is cast as an endeavor of fervent competition and struggle among competing ideals, values, and
beliefs.” (DiSalvo, 2010:03)

•

Project-centered Democracy: “Project-centered democracy is a form of participatory democracy that supports, integrates, and, hopefully, collaborates to regenerate other forms of democracy. It enriches them with ideas and practices
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from the new civicism of those who operate to produce value for themselves
and for the community they belong to.” (Manzini, 2019:129)
Contemporary digital participation experiences correspond to digital participation platforms,
that are developed for citizens to have a place to solve problems related to their communities. There is a big variety of participation platforms, and in this study, the focus is on the
Peer-Vetted creative production and Government crowdsourcing projects (NESTA, 2017).

3. Methods
The research method chosen for this paper is defined to answer this research question
through an examination of the most common problems in digital participation platforms,
and an exploration of overall tendencies in design and democracy theory and practice. The
methods consist of two systematic literature reviews and two thematic analyses integrated
with inter-rater reliability tests. A systematic literature review about digital participation
problems was the first process, intending to identify the most common issues on digital democracy platforms. Later, a systematic literature review about design and democracy was
developed aiming to identify methods, tools, and useful ideas from the design literature. For
both reviews, the PRISMA diagram was used as a method of screening papers (Page et al.
2020). After the literature reviews were executed, thematic analyses and inter-rater reliability tests were run to categorize the findings, in order to have a clear definition of the most
common problems in digital democracy, and recommended solutions from participatory design study.
This research method is justified based on the broad sense of the themes addressed in this
paper. The general definition of most common problems in public participation and the numerous case studies of participatory design experiences made the task of analyzing this vast
data difficult, and therefore, a detailed method such as systematic literature review showed
great effectiveness.

3.1 Systematic literature reviews
For the first review, Digital Participation Problems, two databases were used. For the studies
from Web of Science, the first step was the identification of studies, using the keywords digital democracy, open democracy, public participation problems, and civic participation problems. Papers from 2011 to 2021 were screened, and papers before this time were added
later to the final list of studies. Only papers from related categories were selected, resulting
in 2154 first screened papers. Papers that didn't have the word democracy or participation
in their title and digital or participation in their abstract were excluded, resulting in the final
48 papers. For the studies from Google Scholar, the used keywords were digital democracy,
open democracy, public participation problems, and civic participation problems. Papers
from 2011 to 2021 were screened, and papers before this time were added later to the final
list of studies, giving a final screening of 30 papers. After manual exclusion and adding based
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on the abstracts and rapid reading of the papers, the digital participation problems systematic literature review had a final list of 28 papers.
For the second review, design and democracy, two databases were used. For the studies
from Web of Science, the first step was the identification of studies, using the keywords design and democracy, participatory design and democracy, codesign and democracy. Papers
from 2011 to 2021 were screened, and papers before this time were added later to the final
list of studies, resulting in 1168 first screened papers. Papers that didn't have the word design or co-design in their title and design and democracy in their abstract were excluded, giving a final screening of 55 papers from Web of Science. For the studies from Google Scholar,
the first step was the identification of studies, using the keywords design and democracy,
participatory design and democracy, and codesign and democracy. Papers from 2011 to
2021 were screened, and papers before this time were added later to the final list of studies,
giving a final screening of 121 papers from Google Scholar. After manual exclusion and adding based on the abstracts and rapid reading of the papers, design and democracy systematic literature review had a final list of 30 papers.

3.2 Thematic analyses
With the dataset generated from the systematic literature reviews, themes were conceptualized as meaning-based patterns to explore and develop an understanding of patterned
meanings (Kiger; Varpio, 2020). The main goal of the thematic analyses was to collect reported problems in digital participation literature, codify them into categories based on their
context, and later develop a literature-based list of the most common problems in digital
participation. After that, solutions from the participatory design literature would be extracted and placed according to these categories of problems.
The first step in the thematic analysis process was to familiarize with the dataset. All
the final screened papers were read and basic information about each of them was registered, such as title, authors, year, type of publication, and abstract. Later, as the first
truly analytic step in the process, coding was done, meant to organize the data set at a
granular level. For this reason, three different types of information were selected. The
first one was the democracy and participation definitions in these papers, the second
was the problems in digital participation that showed up, and the third was the possible
solutions for these problems or other issues.
Later, the extracted problems were categorized as themes. These themes were a preliminary
version of the final categories of digital participation problems. Paragraphs or sentences that
defined or describe a problem in digital participation platforms were extracted from the papers and placed on a spreadsheet, containing information about their sources. These problems were categorized and divided into the 3 main themes:
•

Theme 1 - Shared skills between participants, Digital divide and Participation gap,
and Hegemony (NESTA, 2017).
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•

Theme 2 - Real dialogue or Pluralistic discussions (Kattaja, 2017), (Kraft, 2020).

•

Theme 3 - Showing visible benefits from the participation dynamics (Kattaja, 2017),
(NESTA, 2017).

To validate this categorization, this research runs an inter-rater reliability test. The interrater reliability test was developed with the help of a digital platform specialist, Dr. Sojung
Kim. A layout for the test was designed using the website Miro. In this layout, all the problems collected from the literature were displayed in cards, counted from 1 to 35. Also, the 3
preliminary main themes were displayed. The invited specialist was asked to place the problems within the main themes. The idea was to compare the categorization made by the specialist with the preliminary one made by the researcher.
After this process, a video conference was used to discuss the choices and differences, and
to come up with improved themes. After 3 rounds of changes, there was a final categorization. The agreement rate was calculated considering how many problems were placed in the
same categories by the research and the invited specialist. At the end of the process, the reliability of 35 problems was considered, and they were placed divided into 5 categories (2
new ones). 28 of these 35 problems were placed in an agreement between the two parts,
which consisted of an agreement rate of 80%. But, considering the last meeting with the
specialist, the researcher considered all its final suggestions, getting an agreement rate of
100%. Using the problems selected for each category, an extended definition of the digital
democracy issues was developed, as can be seen below.
Papers from the second systematic literature review were primarily categorized like the ones
from the first review. Basic information was extracted and placed in a spreadsheet. Later,
statements, sentences, or paragraphs that presented definitions of tested or suggested solutions for problems with participation were collected.

4. Results
4.1 Problems in digital participation
Digital Participation Problem 1: The Lack of motivation to participate. Increasing and comprehending the reason for participation is a continuous problem for digital democracy platforms. Aside from its significance, there is little information on what inspires citizens to participate in digital democracy activities. People rarely participate for altruistic reasons; instead, they must see the outcomes of their participation. And, ideally, these outcomes
should be tangible, immediate, and visible to the larger community of participants (NESTA,
2017).
Digital Participation Problem 2: Participation gaps caused by the lack of necessary shared
skills. While participation possibilities have risen, the abilities required to use these initiatives are not evenly distributed throughout society. Furthermore, there is a distinct socioeconomic status disparity across all sorts of political engagement initiatives (Dalton, 2017).
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Some people have never learned how to interpret a law, never understood the difference
between constitutional law and regulation, how to construct a public policy, how budging
works, and so on (NESTA, 2017).
Digital Participation Problem 3: Participation gaps caused by hegemony and power. Participation is more skewed toward people with a university education and better incomes. Participants' different demographic disparities, such as education, literacy, language skills, immigrant status, and so on, impedes full civic involvement (NESTA, 2017). Participatory approaches sometimes fail to account for real-life disparities, particularly when it comes to underrepresented populations' involvement in problem framing. As a result, the absence of
meaningful involvement by these people limits the options for solving community challenges
(Meléndez; Martinez-Cosio, 2018).
Digital Participation Problem 4: Communication Problems Caused by Political Bias and Mistrust. One common complaint against digital democracy is that the quality of democratic involvement on the Internet is insufficient to meet the assumptions of many normative models of democracy and may instead contribute to political polarization. From a different angle,
it is related to the dynamics of online engagement and the effects of that participation (Bastick, 2017).
Digital Participation Problem 5. Lack of Common Agreement on The Condition of Digital Democracy. Lack of public comprehension of why they should contribute, as well as a general
lack of understanding of how government processes work. In addition, a lack of clear guidelines on how people's contributions should be used (NESTA, 2017). Participatory democracy
needs political interaction from citizens, whether online or offline, and whether through discourse or voting. Citizens are expected to take the time to comprehend, study, or monitor
the political agenda. The responsibility and complexity of this task sometimes are not fully
understood by all the citizens that are participating, especially considering that online forums can appear to be unsuitable for debate since Internet users tend to adhere to positional combat and limit their relationships to like-minded peers (Bastick, 2017).

4.2 Solutions from participatory design literature
The participatory design solutions found with the systematic literature review were categorized based on the most common problems in digital participation. These solutions are gathered and organized according to the digital democracy problems. This categorization, between problems and solution, was made considering the themes found before, and all the
similiters between the problems faced by participatory design researchers and the ones encountered in digital democracy initiates. As referenced before, participation gaps, motivation to participate, and the understanding of the participatory condition are common topics
in both design and digital democracy scholarship.
Considering the Digital Participation Problem 1, Lack of motivation to participate, the solution should be developed considering the efforts that designers have to apply in participa-
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tory processes to maintain engagement levels during the project. Engagement can be defined as an arrangement to do something at a particular time, especially something official
or something connected with a job (e.g. Oxford English Dictionary). Engaging people in the
creation can be motivated from a variety of perspectives: from a design standpoint, results
in better and more effective results due to the incorporation of specific requirements and
insights into the process (Thinyane; Bhat; Lauri; Cannanure, 2020). Participatory design literature shows a tendency of dealing with this issue with a democratic approach of openness
during the project, as can be seen below.
Solution 1: Design Before Design and Openness During the Processes: A meta-design approach (Franzato, 2014) expands on the notion of design before design. The so-called "preliminary activities" are not preparatory, but rather the primary focus and driving force of the
design process. The role of the design researcher shifts to one of the infrastructuring agonistic public spaces, primarily by facilitating the careful construction of arenas comprised of
heterogeneous participants, legitimizing those marginalized, maintaining network constellations, and leaving behind repertoires of how to organize socio-materially when carrying out
innovative transformations (Björgvinsson et al. 2010).
Designers should enable others' expression in producing design ideas throughout a creative
process involving other players. Also, encourage and assist in the development of these
ideas throughout the process. By doing so, designers enable co-designing independent of
tool or approach (Del Gaudio, Franzato, and de Oliveira, 2018). This contrasts with many cocreation techniques, in which consumers are frequently viewed as participants to be sampled or just participated in a process to help elicit user demands (Bjögvinsson, Ehn, and
Hillgren, 2012).
Using a critical reflection the platforms may include future users in the development of their
participatory settings, allowing for new degrees of civic involvement that were not previously contemplated during the deployment phase (Meléndez; Martinez-Cosio, 2018). The
developer's task should be less concerned with the connection between designers and participants and more concerned with infrastructure: establishing meaningful interactions.
(Bjögvinsson; Ehn; Hillgre, 2012).
For the Digital Participation Problem 2, Participation gaps caused by the lack of necessary
shared skills, the socio-economic background of participants is an important characteristic of
the whole participatory process to be taken into consideration. The design study suggests
the strategic use of technology to deal with these unbalanced relations.
Solution 2. Nonhuman Interactions: Individuals' engagement in non-electoral forms of involvement is growing, and skills and resources are becoming increasingly important in allowing these activities to take place. People must be prepared for participation activities to
make appropriate use of discussion (Sanoff, 2008). One option is to recognize that the platform itself may be utilized to assist bridge these gaps. Nonhumans can assist in adding essential practices and tools to the platform network (Rice, 2018). The unbalanced relationship
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between participants' knowledge and communicative behaviors makes mutual understanding between stakeholders particularly challenging (Oostveen; Van den Besselaar, 2004).
However, for the Digital Participation Problem 3, Participation gaps caused by hegemony
and power, the complex unbalanced situations caused by power relations within participants
need complex approaches that deal with these difficult realities.
Solution 3. Informality: To build the groundwork for a more democratic everyday life environment, the designer might pick an informal method of co-designing. Informality is a desirable method since it allows one to avoid behaving according to and via existing power connections and procedures, therefore sustaining the present local power structure. The design
approach, which is based on informality, is supposed to be continually reinterpreted and altered in response to local occurrences (Del Gaudio, Franzato, and de Oliveira, 2018). Informality may be applied by using multiple languages to accommodate marginalized participants. In some participatory experiments, Spanish was employed to achieve more meaningful involvement in participatory budgeting by Spanish-speaking Latino immigrants for example. (Meléndez; Martinez-Cosio, 2018).
Solution 4. Challenging Hegemony in The Platform Core: Designers could identify new terminology and subjects for contestation, as well as new paths for action, as part of the process
of building places for uncovering and addressing power relations and influence (Carl DiSalvo,
2010). It is critical to recognize that in the platform core, opposing authority and hegemony,
is critical and comes with significant consequences. Even inside the platform area, marginalized or minorities might be the subject of several attacks. The participatory process's designers should be aware of this and strive continually to mitigate these threats (Bjögvinsson,
Ehn, and Hillgren, 2012). In addition, one actor may switch between being an agonistic enabler (productive conflict enabler) and a hegemonic power player. These complicated conditions must be considered (Kraff, 2019).
For the Digital Participation Problem 4, Communication Problems Caused by Political Bias
and Mistrust, the relationship between the design and democracy context is harder to establish, considering political bias as a specific problem faced by digital democracy platforms
around the world. However, as it can be seen below, resistance to novel or different ideas is
as threatening to design as it is to digital democracy.
Solution 5 - Accommodating Resistance: Participatory design literature and practice suggests
that participatory initiatives should address that the project developers are in many respects
the weak part who must surrender their agenda (Pedersen, 2015). It is vital to identify effective techniques of harnessing the power of participants over facilitators or supervisors in
productive ways (Knutz, 2014). How people’s beliefs can be addressed in respectful ways,
even when they are not in agreement with the platform developers? Participants should be
able to create their pathways inside the platform on an ongoing basis. Allowing participants
to join, investigate, and reveal new ideas, challenges, and dynamics according to their di-
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verse backgrounds. (Bjögvinsson; Ehn; Hillgren, 2012). Open workshops, which are drawn directly from a predetermined framework and aim to produce ideas while allowing participants to voice concerns and raise potentially diverging perspectives, can reduce the consequences of polarization (Kraff, 2019). The reason for this is that individuals will be able to
talk more about community concerns, with an emphasis on solutions.
For the last Digital Participation Problem, Lack of Common Agreement on The Condition of
Digital Democracy, the whole condition of participation is considered. How to create a reliable contract between the stakeholders is the question.
Solution 6 - Agreement-driven Design before Design: Creating opportunities for individuals
to critically examine and problematize the project framework through a workshop might be
interpreted as an attempt to establish an agonistic arena. However, defining this too late in
the process makes renegotiation difficult and ensures that the process is not antagonistic
(Kraff, 2020). The co-designer needs to work to enable the actors themselves to look for
ways to improve the state of things, knowing that it is not for the designer to determine
whether a situation has improved because of a design intervention (Storni, 2015). This has
necessitated the development of agonistic thinking methods 'on the fly,' rather than through
established constitutions, constellations, or assemblies. What topics should be highlighted;
what procedures should be created; or what types of mediation and technology should be
developed must be negotiated (Bjögvinsson; Ehn; Hillgren, 2012).
Pro-activism, as well as collaboration and creative skills, can be established by stimulating
conversation with and among local people with ideas for change, that is, by fostering connections among them, and indirectly encouraging and supporting them in implementing
their small projects, which would result in local empowerment and active citizenship over
time (Del Gaudio, Franzato, and de Oliveira, 2018). Participants cannot be expected to be
aligned with the platform agenda if developers expect them to be. Recognizing that participatory design is contentious is critical (Pedersen, 2015).

5. Discussion
The six solutions, divided into five common problems presented in this paper, were gathered
based on previous experiences of numerous case studies coming from participatory design
study and practice. As mentioned before, this design and democracy study is based on three
definitions, agonistic participatory design, project-centered democracy, and design as democracy. Within these three concepts, this research attempts to present ways as design and
democracy study can help to cope with the most common problems in digital democracy.
From an agonistic participatory design point of view, solutions 3, 5, 6, and 4 highlighted how
designers develop their participatory ambiances with a focus on delivering mechanisms for
individuals to expose and oppose social hegemonies. From a project-centered democracy
standpoint, as seeing in solutions 1 and 2, the organization of these participatory processes,

10

Participatory design towards digital democracy

in terms of the process itself and the technologies that will be implanted, have a focus on allowing participants to join the dynamics not just as opinion-makers, but also, as co-creators
of the platforms. Finally, we can observe design as democracy in all the solutions, when we
see the efforts coming from designers to provide platforms for many actors to come together and democratically cooperate in changing their current and future worlds.
Critically discussing what role design and designers can realistically play within these participatory contexts is necessary. The reason for that is that this guide was not developed in an
attempt of putting designers as protagonists or saviors for these complex situations, on the
contrary, is to highlight the roles of leadership and participatory facilitation that designers
can play, and how the design work can be implemented together with different areas to
solve complex problems.
In the public sector, there is an understanding of collaborative innovation being built on diversity to generate innovative outcomes, and the necessary construct of a common ground
that allows participating actors to agree on a joint is standard knowledge (Torfing et al.
2020). Over the last two decades, Participatory Design began to develop and follow research
agendas aimed at the participation of a growing diversity of people and communities, who
would hardly have been co-designers in projects in previous decades (Lima, 2020). This paper is not meant to be only a collection of literature-based interventions, but also, one more
incentive for designers to play a role in democratic projects.
It is important to acknowledge that, even though this outcome is the result of an extensive
and careful methodological process of systematic literature reviews, thematic analyses, and
inter-rater reliability tests, they are not still empirically tested. The implementation of these
solutions in real democracy platforms will beneficiate this guide with real-life context. The
solution and problems developed in this research, even if slipped into categories or different
numbers, have common ground and similarities. The complexity of a participatory process,
in a design development environment or digital democracy, doesn’t allow simple interpretations, which makes the construct of general solutions a difficult task. The nuances of collective exercise can be observed in previous participatory design cases, and their knowledge
can bring great insights into how to deal with or create novel participatory processes. The
solutions of this research aim to deliver a way of applying this knowledge.

6. Conclusion
This paper investigates the potential contributions of participatory design to deal with the
problems of digital democracy platforms. To understand the key issues in digital democracy
platforms and what methodologies and tools from participatory design study and practice
can be applied to tackle them, systematic literature review, thematic analysis, and interrater reliability test were applied. As a result, a participatory design guide for digital democracy was developed, with 7 suggested methods that can be applied to different problems in
digital participation platforms. Future steps of this study will be the application of this guide
in a real digital participation platform, to improve the solutions with real-life context. The
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development of this study broads the discussion of design and democracy, expanding the
possibilities of participatory design into different areas.
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